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ON  LIVING  BETWEEN  THE  TIMES 


When  I  was  a  high  school  student  I  enjoyed  read- 
ing news  articles  in  the  daily  papers,  but  the  edito- 
rial page  was  a  drag.  As  I  edged  into  maturity,  how- 
ever, I  aged  into  a  genuine  appreciation  for  editorial 
comment. 

News  isn't  everything.   Interpretation  is  of 
critical,  importance.  Jesus  was  displeased  with  a 
generation  that  could  read  the  signs  of  the  weather 
but  could  not  discern  the  signs  of  the  times. 

Let  me  attempt  to  exercise  the  role  of  interpret- 
er by  stating  that  as  a  nation  we_  Americans  are  living 
between  the  times. 


Living  between  the  times.   Some  idea  of  what  I 
mean  can  be  glimpsed  in  a  youngster's  experience  of 
puberty.  He  enters  that  stage  of  life  hating  girls. 
He  leaves  it  dating  girls.  Midway  through  that  period 
he  is  torn  and  indecisive.  He  hardly  knows  the  self 
that  bears  his  name.   In  that  gangling,  awkward  state 
he  feels  in  his  very  being  the  discomfort  that  comes 
from  living  between  the  times.  The  old  is  passing, 
the  new  is  coming  on. 

In  politics  we  have  the  phenomenon  of  lame-duck 
government.   Each  November  a  sizeable  number  of  con- 
gressmen are  voted  out  of  office.  Yet,  they  continue 
to  sit  for  another  couple  of  months  until  their  suc- 
cessors are  formally  inducted.   In  the  meantime,  Con- 
gress has  an  interim  quality.   It  functions,  "between 
the  times."  The  old  is  passing,  the  new  is  coming  on. 

The  scriptures  offer  many  illustrations  of  men 
and  women  who  lived  between  the  times.  None  is  clear- 
er than  the  plight  of  the  disciples  who  had  known 
Christ  in  the  flesh,  but  were  destined  henceforth  to 
know  Him  through  the  presence  of  His  spirit.   In  those 


traumatic  days  following  the  resurrection,  as  they 
mused  among  themselves  about  the  future,  Jesus  drew 
near  and  said,  "Behold,  I  send  the  promise  of  my 
Father  upon  you;  but  stay  in  the  city  until  you  are 
clothed  with  power  from  on  high."  (Luke  24:49)   The 
word  "stay"  in  the  Greek  means  quite  literally,  "sit, 
"wait."  The  old  was  passing,  the  new  was  coming  on. 
Living  between  the  times. 


It  is  reassuring  to  remember  that  the  times  have 
a  character  of  their  own.   This  is  what  Shakespeare 
meant  when  he  spoke  of  "a  tide  in  the  affairs  of  men." 
This  is  what  scientists  mean  when  they  speak  of  ten- 
dencies and  preferences  in  evolution.   There  is  such 
a.  thing  as  a.  cosmic  calendar. 

In  pressure-packed  eras  such  as  ours  we  are  like- 
ly to  forget  the  big  picture,  the  large  calendar,  the 
character  of  the  times,  and  blame  our  woes  on  indivi- 
duals and  institutions  whom  we  judge  have  failed  us. 
One  cause  reductionism  is  always  dangerous  and  mislead- 
ing. Yet,  we  are  likely  to  attribute  most  of  the 
world's  events  to  a  single  cause.  Thus,  we  account 
for  the  Reformation  by  speaking  of  a  corrupt  church. 
We  account  for  the  civil  war  by  speaking  of  slavery. 
We  account  for  juvenile  delinquency  by  speaking  of 
permissive  parents.   We  account  for  public  immorality 
by  a  reference  to  Watergate.   We  explain  the  Vietnam 
war  by  mentioning  communism.  We  account  for  crime  by 
speaking  of  the  inadequacies  of  the  police.   We  account 
for  social  unrest  by  speaking  of  technology. 

However  valid  in  part,  single  causes  never  give  a 
full  accounting.   They  spare  us  the  pain  of  thought 
and  careful  differentiation,  but  the  light  they  cast 
is  minimal.   There  are  times  when  it  is  the  better 
part  of  wisdom  to  look  at  the  flame  rather  than  the 
bubbles. 


Let  me  elaborate  on  what  I  mean  by  stating  that 
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America  today  is  living  between  the  times.  The  illness 
that  we  sense,  the  dis-ease  that  prevails  among  us, 
comes  in  large  measure  from  the  fact  that  much  that  we 
thought  was  good  is  now  something  less  than  good,,   Or, 
to  put  it  in  more  classical  language,  our  good  in  part 
has  become  demonic. 

The  term  "demonic"  is  widely  used  these  days  and 
variously  understood.   In  a  soon-to-be  published  book, 
Defining  America,  Robert  Benne  and  Philip  Hefner  de- 
scribe it  this  way:   "The  demonic  is  not  equivalent  to 
perverse  or  satanic.  The  demonic  never  appears  except 
in  conjunction  with  the  good  and  it  refers  specifically 
to  the  drive  inherent  in  the  concrete  manifestations  of 
goodness  to  elevate  themselves  to  unequivocal  identity 
with  their  source,  goodness  itself."  1 

What  we  believe  can  become  demonic  if  it  remains 
uncriticized  and  becomes  unserviceable  to  the  purposes 
of  God.  Jesus  said,  "If  the  light  that  be  in  you  is 
darkness,  (if  what  you  think  is  your  strength  is  in 
fact  your  weakness)  how  great  is  that  darkness." 

(Mat.  6:23) 

To  live  between  the  times  is  to  live  out  of  phase 
with  history.  Let  me  be  specific.  The  age  of  quantity 
is  ending  and  the  age  of  quality  is  coming  in.   Quan- 
tity has  served  us  well.   It  would  be  hypocritical  for 
any  of  us  to  speak  in  a  disparaging  way  about  our  wide- 
ly envied  standard  of  life.   We  have  grown  accustomed 
to  indoor  plumbing,  and  electricity,  and  television, 
and  automobiles,  and  refrigerators.   We  are  what  the 
rest  of  the  world  would  like  to  become. 

But  in  putting  this  emphasis  on  quantity  we  have 
assumed  the  need  for  the  Gross  National  Product  to  go 
up  and  up  each  year.  Companion  to  that  assumption  is 
the  belief  that  an  individual's  Gross  Personal  Product 
must  go  up  and  up  each  year  else  he  is  something  of  a 
failure. 

We  have  now  reached  the  point  in  the  American 
experience  where  the  Gross  National  Product  can  go  up 
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to  the  detriment  of  the  quality  of  our  common  life.  I 
had  the  pleasure  a  few  weeks  ago  of  sharing  a  program 
with  Ralph  Nader.   It  was  a  conference  on  Economics 
sponsored  by  the  Southern  Baptist  Convention,   Nader 
made  the  disturbing  point  that  if  highway  fatalities 
in  the  coming  year  were  to  triple,  the  Gross  National 
Product  would  show  a  rise!   Such  a  trebling  of  tragedy 
on  the  highway  would  be  good  for  the  health  and  acci- 
dent industry,  the  automotive  repair  industry,  the 
automobile  industry  itself,  the  funeral  industry  and 
the  floral  industry,  not  to  mention  others.  Just  one 
graphic  illustration  to  show  that  we  are  now  at  the 
point  where  our  intense  interest  in  the  quantity  of 
life  can  work  against  the  quality  of  life. 

The  age  of  individualism  is  ending  and  the  age  of 
community  is  coming  in.   Again,  let  us  be  fair  and  ac- 
knowledge that  individualism  has  served  us  well.   It 
turned  a  wilderness  into  a  thriving  civilization.  Men 
and  women,  especially  in  the  western  world,  took  re- 
sponsibility for  their  destiny.   By  the  sweat  of  their 
brows  and  the  labors  of  their  minds  and  backs,  they 
struck  it  rich.   They  asserted  themselves  against  the 
tyranny  of  government  and  nature  alike. 

But  I  think  we  all  sense  in  our  bones  that  the 
momentum  of  history  is  now  going  the  other  way.   Here 
we  are,  stuck  with  an  inheritance  of  rugged  individual- 
ism while  the  times  are  flowing  in  another  direction. 
Deprived  minorities  in  our  own  country  are  keeping  us 
face  forward  to  this  unwelcome  truth.   Most  of  the 
crime  that  takes  place  in  our  major  cities  can  be  un- 
derstood as  withheld  compliance.   Whatever  dream  it 
was  our  fathers  were  committed  to  did  not  include 
enough  people'   We  have  in  our  country  an  enormous 
number  of  collectivities:   unions,  industrial  complexes, 
trade  associations,  etc,  ,  all  of  which  are  held  to- 
gether by  a  compelling  self-interest.   But  even  that 
is  becoming  passe,   History  is  moving  us  beyond  rugged 
individualism  or  self-serving  associations  to  communi- 
ty.  Having  said,  "I"  for  so  long  we  are  now  being 
asked  to  say  "we."  There  is  no  way  that  this  momentum 
can  be  gainsaid  or  resisted. 
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I  asked  myself  the  other  day  what  it  was  that 
Ghandi,  Martin  Luther  King,  Jr.,  and  Cesar  Chavez  have 
in  common.   Among  many  other  possibilities,  it  occurred 
to  me  each  had  the  quality  of  patience.   They  knew  that 
they  could  wait  because  they  were  sure  that  history 
with  its  momentum  was  behind  them  I 

The  age  of  national  independence  is  ending  and  the 
age  of  national  inter -dependence  is  coming  in.  We  live 
in  an  era  of  global  history.   There  is  only  one  bio- 
sphere and  we  all  share  it  together.   The  "America 
First"  mentality  is  an  anachronism  in  this  kind  of 
world.  We  are  assisted  in  coming  to  see  this  through 
the  insurgency  of  the  nations  of  the  Third  World. 

We  live  between  the  times:  Caught  with  an  inheri- 
tance that  emphasizes  quantity  when  the  world  is  moving 
to  quality,  caught  with  a  strong  commitment  to  rugged 
individualism  when  the  world  is  moving  toward  communi- 
ty, caught  with  an  ultra-nationalism  when  the  world 
heads  for  national  inter-dependence.   The  band  has 
stopped  playing  but  we  are  still  dancing!  The  need  is 
not  simply  to  do  better  than  we've  done  but  to  do  other 
than  we've  done.   The  dream  needs  not  so  much  to  be 
recovered  as  revised. 

It  was  about  six  years  ago  when  Robert  Bellah 
wrote  an  epoch  making  article  called  "Civil  Religion 
in  America."  Following  the  publication  of  that  article 
he  received  a  letter  from  a  friend  who  had  worked  in 
the  McGovern  campaign.   In  part  this  is  how  the  letter 
read:  "Could  it  be  that  the  old  myths  have  run  out? 
Could  it  be  that  there  is  so  little  power  in  the  old 
myths  left  that  they  are  no  longer  able  either  to  pre- 
serve the  old  culture  or  inculcate  a  revolutionary  step 
within  old  forms?   Isn't  the  malaise  that  everyone 
feels  today  the  result  of  the  fact  that  old  values  no 
longer  have  meaning  and  no  new  ones  have  taken  their 
place?"  2   We  live  between  the  times. 


How  we  react  to  the  cosmic  calendar  will  shape  our 
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future  as  a  people.  Some  of  course  will  ignore  it,  or 
try  to,  by  burrowing  into  a  world  of  private  meanings; 
career,  family,  pleasures,  religion. 

Others  will  live  for  some  "mini-calendar;"  next 
fall's  T.V.  listings,  the  annual  corporate  meeting, 
summer  vacations,  World  Series,  Super-Bowl,  Academy 
Awards  dinners  or  the  quadrennial  charades  that  we  re- 
fer to  as  national  elections. 

Others  will  simply  ignore  the  signs  and  pretend 
that  everything  is  as  it  was.   Were  you  struck  as  I 
was  with  the  irony  of  the  announcement  that  the  mes- 
sage board  of  the  Allied  Chemical  building  in  Times 
Square  will  no  longer  give  out  any  bad  news.  The  man- 
agement now  in  control  has  determined  that  those  fa- 
mous moving  lights  which  for  years  have  kept  us  apprised 
of  births  and  deaths  and  wars  and  kidnappings  and  ris- 
ings and  fallings  in  the  market  will  henceforth  deal 
only  with  good  news.   The  man  in  charge  said  that  he 
is  not  interested  in  seeing  anything  more  about  hunger 
in  India  or  racial  strife  in  South  Africa.  Good  news! 
When  someone  asked  him  what  he  meant  by  good  news  he 
said  he  was  interested  in  seeing  on  those  lights  the 
kind  of  jolly  news  that  one  finds  in  a  Hollywood  gos- 
sip column.   God  help  us! 


But  faith  offers  a  more  excellent  way.   This  tide 
in  the  affairs  of  men  is  a  tide  that  is  of  God.   God 
is  at  work.   While  we  live  in  the  realm  of  history  we 
also  live  within  the  realm  of  the  eternal.   This  be- 
lief will  induce  in  us  a  patient  waiting  and  what  I 
call  historical  poise. 

Professor  G.  M.  McKinley  of  the  University  of 
Pittsburgh  has  suggested  that  we  take  the  age  of  the 
universe  to  be  two  billion  years  (which  is  conserva- 
tive in  some  circles).   He  asks  that  these  two  billion 
years  be  represented  by  a  single  calendar  year,  with 
January  1  at  the  beginning  of  Terrestrial  history  and 
December  31  as  the  present.   "On  this  scale  one  day 
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represents  approximately  5,500,000  years  of  terrestrial 
history,  one  hour  about  200,000  years,  one  minute  about 
4,000  years  and  one  second  65  years.  According  to  cur- 
rent evolutionary  thought,  life,  represented  by  the 
self-replicating  molecules,  appeared  in  February,  uni- 
cellular organisms  in  April,  and  the  primitive  inverte- 
brates late  in  May.   Land  plants  emerge  in  the  summer, 
and  the  large  reptiles,  brainy  mammals,  and  birds  in 
the  fall.   Then  on  December  31,  four  hours  before  mid- 
night, man  appeared,  equipped  with  sensitive  hands. 
An  hour  or  so  later  he  makes  tentative  efforts  at  so- 
cial life,  but  it  is  not  until  the  last  minute  of  the 
year  that  his  first  civilization  is  organized.   The 
axial  period,  (the  Golden  Age  of  Greek  Philosophy)  oc- 
curred little  more  than  half  a  cosmic  minute  ago,  and 
post-modern  science  less  than  one  second  ago."  3_ 

Historical  poise.   With  God  a  thousand  years  are 
as  a  day,  and  a  day  as  a  thousand  years.   When  God 
erases  it  it  is  because  He  is  getting  ready  to  write 
something  new.   In  the  year  that  King  Uzziah  died,  the 
Hebrew  people  thought  that  it  was  all  over.   But  it 
was  just  the  beginning  of  another  "new."  This  is  what 
Paul  Tillich  sought  to  have  us  see  when  he  wrote, 
"When  the  earth  grows  old  and  wears  out,  when  nations 
and  cultures  die,  the  Eternal  changes  the  garments  of 
His  infinite  being.   He  is  the  foundation  on  which  all 
foundations  are  laid;  and  this  foundation  cannot  be 
shaken.   There  is  something  immovable,  unchangeable, 
unshakeable,  eternal,  which  becomes  manifest  in  our 
passing  and  in  the  crumbling  of  our  world.   On  the 
boundaries  of  the  finite  the  infinite  becomes  visible; 
in  the  light  of  the  Eternal  the  transitoriness  of  the 
temporal  appears."  4_ 

Of  all  the  children  ever  born  who  were  misnamed, 
I  suggest  that  at  the  head  of  the  list  belongs  one  who 
was  called  Ichabod.  A  Hebrew  name,  it  has  its  roots 
in  cavodh,  the  Hebrew  word  for  glory.   Ich  is  a  nega- 
tive prefix.   Ichabod  means  "the  glory  has  departed." 
A  child  was  so  named  during  the  period  of  the  Judges. 
God's  people  were  in  battle  against  the  Philistines. 
The  people  were  guided  by  an  elderly  but  gracious 
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priest  by  the  name  of  Eli,  now  in  his  98th  year.   Eli 
had  two  sons  whom  the  Bible  candidly  describes  as 
"worthless  men  who  had  no  regard  for  the  Lord."  (I  Sam, 
2:12)   They  perverted  temple  worship  and  their  hearts 
were  not  with  the  people.   Hophni  and  Phinehas  were 
their  names. 

Presently  old  Eli,  sitting  by  the  road  waiting 
for  news  from  the  front,  dimly  perceived  a  man  coming 
with  a  shorn  head.   He  bore  bad  news.   Israel  had  fled, 
There  was  a  great  slaughter.  Hophni  and  Phinehas  had 
been  slain.   The  Ark  of  God  had  been  captured .  Upon 
hearing  this,  Eli  fell  over  backwards,  broke  his  neck 
and  died. 

The  wife  of  Phinehas  was  carrying  a  child.   When 
she  heard  the  news  the  time  of  her  delivery  was  has- 
tened and  she  brought  forth  a  son.   In  dire  bitterness 
before  she  died  she  said,  "Call  him  Ichabod,  for  the 
glory  has  departed  from  Israel!"  (I  Sam.  4:21) 

What  this  bitter  mother  did  not  know  was  that 
Samuel  was  waiting  in  the  wings,  and  that  presently  a 
king  would  be  chosen  to  unify  the  people.  The  Philis- 
tines would  be  overcome.  The  Ark  of  the  Covenant 
would  be  restored,  The  glory  had  not  departed,  it  was 
just  beginning  to  dawn!! 


CLOSING  PRAYER 

God,    help  us  to  find  it  in  our  hearts 
to  thank  Thee  for  our  time  and  place, 

Give  us  to  know  that  underlying  every 
age  are  the  everlasting  arms. 

Standing  where  old  ways  end 
and  new  ways  open, 

Vie  say  to  all  that  has  been   —  thanks, 
to  all  that  shall  be   —  yes. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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